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Ecological anxiety—defined as anxiety related to environmental degradation and climate change—has become increasingly prevalent, particularly among individuals who are environmentally conscious. This study investigated the correlation between ecological anxiety and both personal and collective pro-environmental behavior among 224 participants, predominantly members of environmental groups with inherent environmental concern. The study aimed to clarify the extent to which ecological anxiety motivates different forms of environmental behavior, and whether personal and collective actions serve similar psychological functions. Using Pearson’s correlation and regression analysis, the research identified significant positive correlations between ecological anxiety and both forms of environmental behavior, with a notably stronger correlation for collective behavior. The study also examined whether environmental actions serve as coping mechanisms that provide individuals with a sense of control over uncontrollable environmental situations, or alternatively, whether these actions could exacerbate anxiety among those actively engaged in addressing environmental challenges. These findings are particularly relevant for mental health professionals, environmental educators, and policymakers, as they emphasize the need to consider both personal and collective dimensions of environmental behavior. Integrating this perspective into educational programs and policy design may help transform ecological anxiety into a constructive force for environmental engagement and resilience.
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Introduction


Background and definitions

The global environmental crisis, particularly the phenomenon of climate change, presents one of the most critical challenges of our time. Decades of research, dating back to the 1970s, have established the significant human contributions to environmental degradation and the severe, long-term implications of climate change for the planet and its inhabitants (Wright, 1970; Ripple et al., 2020). As awareness of these issues has grown, so too their psychological impact, giving rise to a condition known as ecological anxiety (Pihkala, 2020a). The American Psychological Association (APA) defines ecological anxiety as a persistent fear triggered by environmental threats such as climate change, biodiversity loss, and pollution. This form of anxiety is characterized by feelings of loss, helplessness, and frustration concerning the deteriorating state of the environment (Coffey et al., 2021).



Prevalence and demographic variations

Recent studies indicate that ecological anxiety is highly prevalent, with approximately 70–80% of the adult population experiencing some level of this anxiety (Ágoston et al., 2022a; Lee, 2023; Brophy et al., 2023).

Climate change, being a visible and critical aspect of the broader environmental crisis, is a focal point for ecological anxiety. Individuals directly affected by climate change are more likely to develop this anxiety (Ágoston et al., 2022a; Stanley et al., 2021); yet, even those not directly impacted can experience significant distress through media exposure and increasing global awareness (Loll et al., 2023). Notably, demographic factors such as gender, age, and living environment influence the prevalence of ecological anxiety, with women, younger individuals, and those in rural areas more prone to higher anxiety levels than their respective opposites (Coffey et al., 2021; Gifford and Gifford, 2016; Clayton and Karazsia, 2020).



Cognitive and emotional aspects

The unique characteristics of the environmental crisis, including its global scale, evolving nature, and lack of straightforward solutions, contribute to a fertile ground for anxiety. Warnings of reaching a point of no return and the unpredictability of the crisis’s effects amplify feelings of uncontrollability and uncertainty, thereby intensifying anxiety (Ojala et al., 2021). From a psychological perspective, ecological anxiety involves both cognitive assessments of environmental threats and affective responses such as fear, grief, and despair. These emotional reactions may influence perceptions of agency, urgency, and responsibility toward environmental issues.



Existential dimensions and implications

Ecological anxiety often encompasses existential and apocalyptic elements, as individuals grapple with fundamental questions of life and death and the anticipated widespread impact on human life due to migration (Bonneux and Van Praag, 2024), human suffering, and potential global conflicts stemming from the climate crisis (Pihkala, 2020a).



Need for interventions

Understanding the interplay between various environmental actions and ecological anxiety is crucial for developing therapeutic interventions and supporting those affected by this condition. Environmental Identity Theory (Clayton, 2003) offers an important theoretical lens, suggesting that individuals who see nature as part of their self-concept are more likely to experience ecological anxiety but also more inclined to take environmental action.

This framework supports the need to explore how different forms of engagement may either alleviate or intensify eco-anxiety and can inform psychological and educational responses.



Ecological anxiety and pro-environmental action

Building on Environmental Identity Theory and recent psychological models, a significant aspect of the discourse on ecological anxiety pertains to its relationship with pro-environmental behavior. Although ecological anxiety is not a prerequisite for engaging in pro-environmental actions, it is a strong predictor of such behavior (Jain and Jain, 2022). Engaging in environmental activities provides individuals with a sense of control that can mitigate distress, serving as a therapeutic channel for converting feelings of helplessness into empowerment and fostering hope (Nairn, 2019; Ojala, 2023; Coppola, 2021). Environmental education also plays an important role in supporting and building emotional resilience among those coping with ecological anxiety (Pihkala, 2020b). Additionally, the role of mental health professionals is highlighted in treating ecological anxiety through interventions aimed at building resilience through pro-environmental actions and enhancing connections with nature (Baudon and Jachens, 2021).

Conversely, direct engagement with environmental crises can heighten concern and generate negative psychological effects in personal lives (Ojala, 2013; Clarke, 2006; Venhoeven et al., 2013), especially when the stressor is uncontrollable (Clarke, 2006).

Another layer in the complex relationship between ecological anxiety and pro-environmental action is the distinction between individual and collective pro-environmental behavior (Stanley et al., 2021). Personal pro-environmental behavior involves everyday actions that impact environmental aspects and climate change, such as reducing meat consumption, wearing second-hand clothes, collecting household water for watering the garden, reducing personal consumption, and changing car usage habits (Brick and Lewis, 2016). Collective pro-environmental behavior refers to actions taken by individuals in a group or organization to influence the environment in a structured manner, such as participating in climate marches, funding or donating to organizations, voting or encouraging voting for parties with declared environmental policies, and writing letters to companies producing polluting products (Sguin et al., 1998).

Each of these behaviors can have a bidirectional impact. Personal pro-environmental behavior may reduce anxiety because it provides a sense of control, or it may increase anxiety due to the heightened focus on the environment and the impact of our actions on it and the climate crisis (Stanley et al., 2021). Similarly, the collective discourse on environmental crises and heightened responsibility toward others that accompanies collective action may increase anxiety. In contrast, the sense of partnership and the ability to share feelings with peers may mitigate anxiety (Nairn, 2019).

However, while previous studies have demonstrated an association between ecological anxiety and pro-environmental behavior, their findings regarding the nature of this relationship have been inconsistent. Moreover, although some studies have differentiated between personal and collective forms of pro-environmental behavior, few have systematically examined how each uniquely relates to ecological anxiety, or which of the two contributes more significantly. The present study aims to address this gap by exploring the distinct associations between ecological anxiety and both personal and collective pro-environmental behaviors. By doing so, it seeks to provide a more nuanced understanding of how different types of environmental engagement may interact with ecological anxiety.




Methods


Research procedure and sampling

The research was conducted in the summer of 2023 with participants aged 19–80, recruited through a Qualtrics link distributed on social media in environmental groups. To create a diverse sample of respondents in terms of age and types of environmental engagement, the survey was distributed to several groups focused on Personal Pro-Environmental Behavior (such as “Zero Waste” Facebook group and The “Green Collar” Facebook group focused on environmental career opportunities) as well as those who engage in Collective Pro-Environmental Behavior (such as “Extinction Rebellion Israel” and environmental leadership WhatsApp groups). Due to their affiliation with these groups, respondents were expected to have a high level of environmental awareness and to likely experience some degree of anxiety. Participation was voluntary.

To ensure alignment with the study’s focus on ecological anxiety among individuals who recognize climate change as anthropogenic, participants were first asked a screening question (adapted from Stanley et al., 2021): ‘What best describes your thoughts on climate change? I believe climate change is happening, and I think humans are causing it’. Responses were rated on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly agree, 5 = strongly disagree). Participants who selected 4 or 5 were excluded from the study, as the emotional experience of individuals who deny climate change and/or its anthropogenic origins is assumed to differ from those who recognize human-induced climate change (Myers et al., 2012). Two respondents did not pass the threshold question, and the Qualtrics system prevented access to the full questionnaire.

Demographic Information:

A total of 224 participants completed the full survey.

	Gender: 153 women (68.3%) and 71 men (31.7%).

	Age: Participants ranged in age from 18 to 80 years (M = 37, SD = 13.97).

	Geographic Location: 57.4% lived in central Israel, 34.5% in the north, and 8.1% in the south.

	Living Environment: 61.9% resided in urban areas, while the rest lived in various rural settings: Kibbutzim (11.7%), Moshavim (13.5%), communal settlements (9.4%), villages (0.9%), and Moshavot (2.7%).





Research questionnaires and variable measurement

Three well-known questionnaires from the research literature whose reliability has been demonstrated were translated into Hebrew and combined into one survey (Ágoston et al., 2022a; Brick and Lewis, 2016; Sguin et al., 1998; Likert scale 1–5). Their internal reliability was examined using Cronbach’s alpha and McDonalds’ omega and is presented in Table 1.


TABLE 1 Research variables values according to questionnaire results (n = 224) Likert Scale 1–5.


	Variable
	Range
	Mean ± SD
	Cronbach’s alpha
	Upper
 CI
	Lower
 CI
	Mcdonald’s
 W
	Upper
 CI
	Lower
 CI

 

 	Personal pro-environmental behavior 	2–5 	3.25 ± 0.52 	0.72 	0.767 	0.666 	0.714 	0.769 	0.659


 	Collective pro-environmental behavior 	1–5 	2.32 ± 0.85 	0.904 	0.921 	0.884 	0.905 	0.923 	0.886


 	Overall pro-environmental behavior 	1.4–4.3 	2.95 ± 0.55 	0.806 	 	 	 	 	


 	Ecological anxiety 	1.59–5 	3.13 ± 0.69 	0.84 	0.84 	0.76 	0.814 	0.852 	0.84




 

Questionnaire 1 – Personal Pro-Environmental Behavior (Supplementary Appendix 1). This questionnaire examines 15 individual behaviors that impact the environment, such as the frequency of using reusable bags and recycling household waste. The questionnaire was developed and applied by Brick and Lewis (2016).

Questionnaire 2 – Activism and Collective Pro-Environmental Behavior (Supplementary Appendix 2). This questionnaire includes 7 questions based on interviews with activists, addressing participation in environmental events, financial contributions to organizations, signing petitions, participating in protests, and influencing policy. The questionnaire was developed and applied by Sguin et al. (1998).

Questionnaire 3 – Ecological Anxiety (Supplementary Appendix 3). This questionnaire includes 22 questions assessing levels of ecological anxiety, such as anxiety stemming from environmental pollution, awareness of natural disasters, and climate change. The questionnaire was taken from a study by Ágoston et al. (2022b).

Respondents also noted demographic information including age, gender, and place of residence.



Statistical analysis

Data analysis was conducted using JASP (0.14.1.0). The internal reliability of the questionnaires was examined using standard measures for assessing internal consistency of scales; Cronbach’s alpha (Cronbach, 1951) and McDonalds’ omega (Table 1). Statistical relationships between anxiety levels and personal and collective pro-environmental behavior were examined using Pearson’s correlation, appropriate for evaluating linear associations between continuous variables (Chapman, 2017). The influence of personal pro-environmental behavior and ecological anxiety on activism and collective pro-environmental behavior were examined using linear regression and ANOVA tests, which are suitable for modeling predictive relationships and comparing group means, respectively (Cohen et al., 2003).

A power analysis was conducted prior to the study to estimate the necessary number of respondents required to achieve statistically significant results (Supplementary Appendix 4) (Schäfer and Schwarz, 2019; Sternberg et al., 2020; Shabat et al., 2021).




Results

Of 226 respondents, 224 passed the screening question acknowledging the existence of climate change and attributing it to human actions. Among them, 47% had an average response greater than 3 on both questionnaires measuring pro-environmental behavior (on a scale of 1–5), indicating that they engage in various actions to mitigate the crisis, both individually and collectively.


Personal and collective pro-environmental behavior

A Pearson correlation analysis revealed a significant positive relationship between personal and collective pro-environmental behavior (r = 0.568, p < 0. 001). Additionally, the mean score for personal pro-environmental behavior was higher than that for collective pro-environmental behavior, suggesting a greater tendency for individual actions compared to collective actions (Table 1).

Table 1 presents the values of the research variables and the reliability of the questionnaires as found in our study. The response options were on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), and the mean represents the average responses for each questionnaire separately.



Anxiety and pro-environmental behavior

The relationship between ecological anxiety and pro-environmental behavior was examined using Pearson correlation tests. Separate analyses were conducted for each type of pro-environmental behavior: personal and collective. For personal pro-environmental behavior, a weak but significant positive correlation was observed (r = 0.30, p < 0.001). In contrast, for collective pro-environmental behavior, a moderate positive and significant correlation was found (r = 0.51, p < 0.001) (Table 2). These results suggest that ecologica anxiety is more strongly associated with collective pro-environmental behavior than with personal behavior.


TABLE 2 Pearson correlation coefficients.


	Variable
	Ecological anxiety
	Personal pro-env behavior
	Collective pro-env behavior

 

 	Ecological anxiety 	– 	 	


 	Personal pro-env behavior 	0.30** 	– 	


 	Collective pro-env behavior 	0.51** 	0.57** 	–




 



Predicting collective pro-environmental behavior

To examine the predictors of collective pro-environmental behavior, a linear regression analysis was conducted with personal pro-environmental behavior and ecological anxiety as predictors. The model was significant, explaining a substantial portion of the variance in collective pro-environmental behavior [adjusted R2 = 0.674, F(2,223) = 232.23, p < 0.001].

Both personal pro-environmental behavior (t = 4.079, p < 0.001) and ecological anxiety (t = 19.683, p < 0.001) significantly contributed to the model.

Ecological anxiety emerged as the stronger predictor, with a larger part correlation (0.749), indicating that it uniquely accounts for a considerable portion of the variance in collective behavior beyond the contribution of personal behavior. The partial correlation (0.797) further shows that the relationship between ecological anxiety and collective behavior remains strong even when controlling for personal behavior. In contrast, the part and partial correlations for personal behavior (0.155 and 0.264, respectively) reflect a smaller, yet significant, contribution. (Table 3) These results suggest that ecological anxiety is a key independent predictor of collective pro-environmental behavior, while personal behavior plays a complementary role.


TABLE 3 Predicting collective pro-environmental behavior.


	Predictor
	
t

	
p


 

 	(Intercept) 	4.349 	<0.001


 	Personal pro-env behavior 	4.079 	<0.001


 	Ecological anxiety 	19.683 	<0.001




 



Additional analysis

The correlation between age and environmental behavior was also examined using a Pearson test. Age was found positively correlated with personal pro-environmental behavior (r = 0.16, p = 0.019) and negatively correlated with ecological anxiety (r = −0.205, p < 0.01) and not significantly associated with activism and collective pro-environmental behavior (r = −0.127, p = 0.003).




Discussion and conclusions

The results of the study indicate a positive relationship between ecological anxiety and pro-environmental actions, both individual and collective. These findings align with Ojala’s work, which suggests that problem-focused coping, i.e., active engagement by individuals facing the climate crisis, is associated with climate and ecological anxiety (Ojala et al., 2021; Ojala, 2023; 2013). This relationship may arise from two alternative trends. First, engaging in environmental actions might intensify anxiety. This view is supported by Clarke, who argues that although action-based coping strategies are generally effective, they are insufficient when the problem is large and impossible to tackle alone, leading to lower well-being (Clarke, 2006). This explanation is germane to the unique aspects of the climate crisis, including uncertainty about its impact and the relationship between it and existential anxiety, both of which amplify anxiety and the feeling that personal habit changes and collective activism do not make a difference when the situation is so critical.

Alternatively, the correlation between anxiety and pro-environmental behavior may suggest that individuals more anxious about the environment are more proactive in mitigating the crisis; they adopt a psychological coping mechanism in the face of significant global challenges. It is also possible that certain personality traits, such as high conscientiousness or prosocial tendencies, may simultaneously drive both higher ecological anxiety and increased environmental engagement, as suggested by Clayton and Karazsia (2020). Moreover, both personal and collective actions may serve as coping mechanisms for individuals experiencing ecological anxiety, offering a sense of control and purpose amid environmental uncertainty. External motivators, such as social norms within environmental groups, could reinforce both anxiety and action (Fielding and Hornsey, 2016). Engaging a broad spectrum of individuals, including those outside traditional activist circles, underscores the inclusive potential of collective action (Schwartz et al., 2023). Engaging in personal or collective environmental activism can serve to achieve a sense of control in an uncontrollable situation (Jain and Jain, 2022) and environmental education, motivation to act, and connection with nature are beneficial in cases of ecological anxiety (Pihkala, 2020b; Baudon and Jachens, 2021). Furthermore, findings that climate anxiety (a significant component of ecological anxiety) is a predictor of collective pro-environmental behavior support this alternative, highlighting the latter’s potential as a therapeutic channel for anxiety (Schwartz et al., 2023; Innocenti et al., 2023).


Collective vs. personal pro-environmental action

The survey results demonstrate that respondents are more involved in changing personal habits for the environment than in collective actions to change the public agenda, even though collective actions have a broader impact and hence may offer a greater sense of influence and agency for those experiencing ecological anxiety. This explanation aligns with the stronger correlation found between collective pro-environmental action and ecological anxiety compared to individual action.

Several reasons can explain the difference in correlation between ecological anxiety and collective versus personal action:

	• Scale of Impact: Since collective actions typically address larger systemic issues, individuals may feel that although personal actions are essential, they do not have the widespread impact of collective action (Kim et al., 2024). As a result, those who are more anxious may believe that large-scale changes are necessary and thus turn to collective action.

	• Sense of Influence: Belonging to a large group can give individuals the feeling that their actions have more significant impact (Fritsche and Masson, 2021), which may attract those with heightened ecological anxiety.

	• Social Support and Shared Concern: Collective action provides individuals with a platform to express their concerns and find comfort in a shared understanding of the issues. The communal nature of such actions may act as a psychological buffer against feelings of despair or helplessness (Dietz et al., 1998). Conversely, collective activity, itself, may increase anxiety, as the group discussion and sense that the climate crisis is complex and unsolvable can exacerbate distress. This suggests that beyond their practical impact, collective actions may fulfill psychological needs for community belonging and shared responsibility, potentially buffering individuals from the isolating effects of ecological anxiety.



Age was found to be positively correlated with personal pro-environmental behavior, suggesting that as individuals age, they place a greater importance on being environmentally active in their personal lives. Conversely, age was found to be negatively correlated with ecological anxiety, indicating that younger individuals, who tend to experience higher levels of ecological anxiety, may be less active personally. This could be because as people age, they often have more opportunities to engage in personal environmental activities due to increased financial stability, allowing for investments in sustainable technologies and products; more control over household decisions, like choosing energy-efficient appliances; and greater time availability for activities such as gardening, recycling, or volunteering for environmental causes, thus enabling them to turn their environmental concerns into actionable behaviors more effectively.

These findings also underscore the potential role of well-structured environmental policies in transforming ecological anxiety into constructive engagement, especially when designed to promote collective efficacy and inclusion.



Policy implications

The study’s findings highlight the importance of fostering and supporting collective environmental initiatives as a means to address both environmental challenges and the psychological distress they may provoke. These findings suggest that environmental policies and educational strategies should be tailored to different age groups to maximize their effectiveness and inclusivity. Policies encouraging community-based environmental projects, supporting environmental organizations, and promoting public involvement in environmental decision-making can leverage the connection between ecological anxiety and activism for positive change (Nairn, 2019; Ojala, 2023; Coppola, 2021). Specifically, Coppola (2021) conducted interviews illustrating how involvement in environmental organizations mitigates ecological anxiety among participants by fostering a sense of community and effectiveness. This tailored approach can ensure that interventions meet the unique needs of various demographics, enhancing engagement and reducing ecological anxiety across age groups. However, in light of the findings here that environmental anxiety is correlated with collective pro-environmental activity, it is essential to consider the possibility that excessive focus on environmental issues might increase anxiety (Ojala, 2013; Clarke, 2006; Venhoeven et al., 2013), necessitating the integration of environmental activities with appropriate education and public awareness (Pihkala, 2020b; Baudon and Jachens, 2021).



Limitations and future research


Methodological design

Ecological anxiety might motivate action, or alternatively, environmental engagement may increase anxiety through heightened awareness of the crisis. However, due to the cross-sectional nature of the current study, we cannot determine causality. Longitudinal or experimental research designs are needed to clarify these causal pathways.



Sampling bias

A key limitation relates to the recruitment method. The sample was drawn from environmental groups on social media, which likely attracted participants already highly engaged and environmentally aware. This self-selection bias may inflate the observed relationships between ecological anxiety and pro-environmental behavior and limits generalizability. Future studies should strive for more representative and diverse sampling, including individuals not affiliated with environmental organizations.



Individual differences

Another important avenue for future research concerns individual difference variables that may moderate the relationship between ecological anxiety and environmental action. Traits such as conscientiousness, environmental identity, and social responsibility may influence how anxiety translates into behavior. Similarly, external motivators like peer influence or political orientation could shape responses. Identifying such moderators or mediators could offer a more nuanced understanding of why ecological anxiety leads to action in some individuals but not in others.



Additional considerations

The correlation between age and ecological anxiety—where younger individuals tend to report higher anxiety, while older individuals engage more in personal pro-environmental behaviors—warrants further investigation. This trend may reflect differences in life experience, available resources, or perceived agency. Future research should explore how different age groups experience and respond to ecological anxiety, and how policies can be tailored to their specific psychological and behavioral profiles.

Finally, exploring the underlying psychological mechanisms—such as a sense of control, agency, or community belonging—that link ecological anxiety to environmental behaviors may reveal how these actions serve to fulfill psychological needs. Understanding these mechanisms could help develop strategies to transform ecological anxiety into constructive environmental engagement across diverse populations.
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